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Cox: Children and Death

CHILDREN and DEATH
by Anne B. Cox
In the early part of this century, most of the deaths occurred in the home, just as
most of the funerals did, and also, most of the births. Children were around. They heard
most of the conversations and the stages of life occurred as a natural part of living. Today,
death most frequently occurs in hospitals and nursing homes rather than at home. Death is
removed from everyday life, and because it is not a pleasant, happy event. children are
frequently shielded from the reality. Thus, when an accidental or young death occurs, the
event is more traumatic than it was in previous years.

UNDERSTANDING CIDLDREN AND GRIEF
Children Are Concrete In Their Thinkin~.
When talking to children, use the words "death" and "dying." One needs to
describe death literally. Answer their questions simply and honestly; do not use euphemisms
such as "passed on" or "went to sleep." You don't have to add a lot of details unless it
seems vital to their well being. Children will ask more if they want to know more.
Children Are Repetitive In Their Grief.
Children may ask questions repetitively. The answers do not resolve their searching. The searching itself is their processing work. The questions indicate the feeling of
confusion and uncertainty. Listen and support their searching. Answer repetitively, keep
telling the story.
Children Who Are Youn~ In Develollmental Percejltion Generalize Concellts.
If someone died in the h spital, children think that hospitals are scary. If someone
died in their sleep, children are afraid to go to sleep. If one person died, "someone else
will," or "I will."
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They will learn to accommodate new truths on their own if they are allowed to
express themselves and try things out - i.e. going to sleep and waking up alive. They will
study the world in their own time and find out that eventually everyone dies, and that
although some people die when they are young, most people die when they are old.
Children Grieve Cyclicall y.
Children's grief work goes in cycles throughout their childhood and their lives.
Each time they gain a new developmental ability, they reintegrate the important events of
their lives using these newly acquired processes. A child who was three when his mother
died will become absorbed in the death again when language skills develop so that he can
now use words for the expression of his feelings. Piaget estimated that most children begin
to develop a realistic concept of death at about age six. By age eleven or twelve, the finality
of death is recognized, and children have formed many of the concepts they will carry into
adulthood. The child may again experience grief as an adolescent, using the newly acquired
cognitive skills or abstract thinking.
Children Are Physical In Their Grief..
Children may be more physical than cognitive, depending on their age and development. The older they are, the more it is possible to express themselves in words. Younger
children simply ~ their feelings. Grief is a physical experience for all ages, and most
especially for younger children.
Movement and active play yields communication. Watch their bodies and understand their playas their language of grief.
Children reflect their feelings in their play both verbally and physically as a way of
supporting their communication needs. Thus they will feel that they are being heard and may
feel like continuing to communicate to you in this way.
Children Need Choices.
Death is a disruption in their lives. They feel scared. Life may seem undependable,
unstable, confusing, or out of their control. This can be an assault to their early developmental perceptions of the world as being in their control. This can challenge the perception of the
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world as a safe and comforting place that is perhaps fostered by adults. This topsy-turvy
feeling can be ameliorated if the children have some say in what they do or don't do to commemorate one who died, and to express their feelings about death.
Whenever possible, offer choices: viewing the body, going to the hospital, attending the funeral, or not.
Offer children pictures and possessions of the deceased as a way of supporting this
process. Allow them to have some clothes of the person, play with the toys or objects, or
have pictures. Let them choose what they want to do with them.
The grieving child may assume qualities of the dead person as a way to keep a
sense of the dead person alive.
Children Grieve As A Part Of A Family.
When a family member dies, it will affect the way the family functions as a whole.
All relationships in the family may shift, adjusting to the change in the family's structure.
The child may mourn the person who died, but also the environment in the family that
existed before the death. The child may grieve about the changed behavior of family and
friends.

PERMANENCE AND IMPERMANENCE OF DEATH IN CHILDREN'S THINKING
Sensorial Thinking
Younger children often do not initially respond to the telling that someone has died
as do older children and adults. Many parents are concerned that their children have no
initial reaction, no visible grief. It is important to remember that younger children's perception is oriented in the senses. It is concrete, short range, and based on what they feel in the
present. They do not comprehend the concept of death. A person is there . . . then a person is
gone. When a person is gone, and then still gone, and then still gone, the child may grieve at
each moment when he feels the person's oneness. A child may not grieve at all for these
leavings until the accumulative affect of the "oneness" inspires a longing, aching protest
from the child. The child will miss the specific elements of the person: the sound of his
voice, the expression, the smell, the things they did together.
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A very young child may not understand that a specific person is no longer there, but
may respond to the change in environment, and over a long time, may yearn for the "former
experience" of his world.

Abstract Thinking
As children grow older, they begin to grasp the concept of death. They will begin to
understand just by hearing the word "dead" that the person will never come back because
they are dead. Words, then, will begin to affect mourning reactions, not just the feeling of the
absent person.
Abstract thinking develops more in depth with the onset of adolescence. What is
life? What is death? Who am I? Sometimes a death will lead an adolescent into philosophic
pondering (sometimes appearing like depression) as the meaning of the event is investigated.

A CHILD'S FEELINGS
Most children experience some fear when a death occurs in their lives. Reassuring
them falsely that no one else will die will create a sense of betrayal at the next death of
someone close. Reassurance only delays the fear. It does not resolve it Children of all ages
must go through their fearful feelings until they come to their own understanding. This may
be strenuous on both the parent and the child: i.e. nightmares, physical symptoms, regressions. If children have good enough attention and nurturance during this fearful time, they
will recover a sense of the basic dependability of life with the additional understanding that
some people die when they are young, but most people die when they are old.
Young children are developmentally egocentric and believe that they cause events to
happen in their lives. As they develop, they begin to comprehend that life's events can be
independent of their making and that there is a balance of co-creation between themselves
and their environment. Sometimes guilt can ease the fear that children may feel when
someone dies. Taking unrealistic responsibility for a death gives a child false reassurance
that they could have prevented unwanted events if only they had tried harder. "The world is
dependable only if I work hard enough to make it so." Guilt counteracts the fear children
may have when they are faced with life's uncertainty and seemingly unexplainable events.
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There may be unresolved issues between the child and the one who died which
angers the child. There may be anger in a child as a protest against the fact of the death.
Anger can also be an antidote to the fear - an outward display of personal power. Through
a child's anger, he may be communicating "I am strong enough to control life with my
force." Children can become rebellious and angry to counteract the vulnerability of feeling
fear and sorrow.
When a child feels sorrow he may be ready to accept the truth of the loss without
protest. Sorrow can be an expression of a child's feelings of vulnerability as he continues to
live without the person who died. Sorrow can also be a release of the fear the child may feel
about death. There may be a loss of security for which the child grieves. Loving arms
around a child who cries with sorrow can offer the child safety and acceptance in a world
that includes the dying of those we love.
Children's literature, carefully Selected, can introduce the life cycle of plants,
animals, and people. Death can be introduced as a nonnal part of life, then when a child
experiences the death of a loved one, the understanding of death will enable the experience
to be less traumatic

DEATH: SUGGESTED BOOKS
Picture Books:
Alexander, Sue. Nadia the Willful. Illustrated by Lloyd Bloom. Pantheon Books, 1983.
Anders, Rebecca. A Look at Death. Photographs by Maria S. Forrai. Lerner Pub!., 1978.
Arnold, Caroline. What Do We Do When Someone Dies. Illustrated by Helen K. Davie.
Franklin Watts, 1987.
Bunting, Eve. The Happy Funeral. Illustrated by Vo-Dinh Mai. Harper and Rowe, 1982.
Cohn, Janice. I Had a Friend Named Peter. Illustrated by Gail Owens. William Morrow,
1987.
de Paola, Tomie. Nana Upstairs and Nana Downstairs. G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1973.
Egger, Bettina. Marianne's Grandmother. Illustrated by Sita Jucker. E.P. Dutton, 1986.
Fassler, Joan. My Grandpa Died Today. Illustrated by Stewart Kranz. Human Press, 1971.
Hazen, Barbara S. Why Did Grandpa Die? Illustrated by Pat Schories. Western Pub!.,
1985.
Mellonie, Bryan and Robert Ingpen. Lifetimes. Bantam Books, 1983.
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Miles, Miska. Annie and the Old One. Illustrated by Peter Parnall. Little, Brown and Co.,
1971.
Simon, Norma. The Saddest Time. Illustrated by Jacqueline Rogers. Albert Whitman & Co.,
1986.
Stein, Sara Bonnett. About Dying. Photographs by Dick Frank. Walker & Co., 1974.
Adolescent Books:
Buck, Pearl. The Big Wave. Scholastic Book Services, 1960.
Coerr, Eleanor. Sadako and the Thousand Paper Cranes. Dell Publishing, 1977.
Craven, Margaret. I Heard the Owl Call My Name. Doubleday and Co., Inc., 1973.
Dixon, Payne. May I Cross Your Golden River. Atheneum, 1975.
Guest, Judith. Ordinary People. The Viking Press, Inc., 1976.
Krementz, Jill. How It Feels When a Parent Dies. Alfred A. Knopf, 1981.
Lee, Virginia. The Magic Moth. Seabury Press, 1972.
Paterson, Katherine. Bridge to Terabithia. Avon Camelot Books, 1977.
Oyler, Chris, et.al. Go Toward the Light. Harper and Rowe, 1988.
Rofes, Eric E. The Kids Book about Death and Dying. Little, Brown and &Co., 1985.
Slote, A. Hang Tough Paul Mather. Avon Books, 1975.
Smith, D. B. A Taste of Blackberries. Crowell, 1973.
Taylor, Theodore. The Cay. Doubleday and Co., Inc., 1969.
Watkins, Yoko Kawashima. So Far From the Bamboo Grove. Puffin Books, 1987.
DEATH OF PETS
Picture Books
Brown, Margaret Wise. The Dead Bird. Illustrated by Remy Charlip. Young Scott Books,
1965.
Hurd, Edith Thatcher. The Black Dog Who Went Into the Woods. Illustrated by Emily
Arnold McCully. Harper and Rowe, 1980.
Rogers, Fred. When a Pet Dies. Photographs by Jim Judkis. G.P. Putnam's Son, 1988.
Sanford, Doris. It Must Hurt a Lot. Illustrated by Graci Evans. Multnomah Press, 1986.
Tresselt, Alvin. The Dead Tree. Illustrated by Charles Robinson. Parent's Magazine Press,
1972.
Resource Books
Gordon A. and D. Klass. They Need to Know: How to Teach Children About Death.
Prentice Hall, Inc., 1979.
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GroHman, Earl A. When Your Loved One is Dying. Beacon Press, 1980.
Hansen, James C. and Thomas T. Frantz. Death and Grief in the Family. Aspen Publication, 1984.
Kubler-Ross, E., Ed. Death: The Final Stage of Growth. Prentice Hall, 1975.
Kubler-Ross, E. On Children and Death. Macmillan Publishing, 1983.
Miller, James H. and Anthony F. Rotatori. Death Education and the Educator. Charles C.
Thomas, 1986.
Rose, Helen. Unspoken Grief. Coping with Childhood Sibling Loss. Lexington Books,
1986.
Wass, Hannelore and Felix M. Berardo, Robert A. Neimeyer. Dying: Facing the Facts.
Hemisphere Pub!. 1988.
Wass, H. & C.A. Corr. Helping Children Cope with Death: Guidelines and Resources.
Hemisphere, 1984.
SchowalLer, J., et.a!. The Child and Death. Columbia University Press, 1983.
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